and bitter disputes … managed to alienate all of his most prominent colleagues".
Moving to the Romantic era, Alexander exposes the complex lives of a trio of martyred heroes. He shows how Norwegian mathematician Niels Henrik Abel and Hungarian geometer János Bolyai -despite their later reputations as prodigies spurned by the establishment -were well respected by their colleagues. The prime figure in the pantheon of mathematical martyrs, however, is the young and fiery Frenchman Evariste Galois. A teenage genius shunned by the great men of his age, Galois turned to radical politics and penned the founding document of modern group theory just hours before he was fatally shot in a duel at the tender age of 20. Or so the story goes.
In his painstaking debunking of this tale, Alexander demonstrates that although some of the legend is true -Galois was killed in a duel, and he did lay the foundations for group theory -he was not an innocent martyr to truth, as he has been depicted by generations of fawning biographers. Galois was a prickly rebel whose self-serving delusions and "paranoid and provocative behavior" lead Alexander to suggest that his early death was inevitable and, in a sense, self-inflicted.
Not satisfied with dispelling myths, Alexander argues that such folklore arose in tandem with substantial changes in maths at the beginning of the nineteenth century. As the ideal of the mathematician shifted from worldly scholar to tortured soul, so did the pursuit of maths itself, from an Enlightenment effort to model the Universe to a Romantic quest for a hidden truth. On the question of how much the stories have affected the history of this field, Alexander is cautious, saying that the myths and maths "went hand in hand". He sometimes ventures further, arguing that the "new story of genius and martyrdom … legitimized and allowed for a new type of mathematical knowledge".
It is strange that the Romantic archetype has endured, through twentieth-century mathematicians such as Kurt Gödel, Srinivasa Ramanujan, John Forbes Nash and, recently, Grigory Perelman, who solved the Poincaré conjecture in 2003 only to withdraw from maths and public life. Yet Alexander speculates that, in this era of computer-assisted proofs, the vision of the mathematical martyr might fade away to be replaced by a different stereotype -the powerhungry nerd.
Duel at Dawn suggests how preconceptions about the trappings of genius have radiated from art to maths. But its greater value lies in peeling back the layers of hagiography from figures such as Galois to reveal gloriously complicated men.
